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Transcending Gender in the Depiction of Chevalier d’Eon in Eonnagata
Mai Kanzaki
Chevalier d’Eon (1728-1810) is known as Louis XV’s spy, a 
diplomat, and swordsman.  The most prominent aspect that makes Eon 
intriguing, however, is the fact that he lived the first half of his life as 
a man and the reminder as a woman.  Eonnagata (2009), created and 
performed by three leading contemporary artists, Robert Lepage, Sylvie 
Guillem, and Russell Maliphant, was inspired by Eon’s bold gender-
bending, and employs the all-male Kabuki theatre convention of onnagata 
male actors specializing in performing female roles.  
Although Eon lived as a man or as a woman depending on his 
real life situation, Eonnagata reveals his confrontation with his fluid 
self and consequently his deviation from the static categories of “man” 
and “woman.”  By placing the protagonist in a flux between “man” and 
“woman,” the representation of Eon in this work challenges socially 
constructed norms through a deconstruction of gender, stimulating the 
audience to accept “unusualness.”  
In order to depict Eon’s complicated persona, Japanese theatrical 
aesthetics seem irrelevant since Eon himself had no direct contact 
with Japanese culture.  However, through this analysis of not only 
the production of Eonnagata and its creative process but also Eon’s 
biographies, this paper examines the stylized techniques of the Kabuki 
onnagata and Bunraku puppet performance and shows how effectively 
they are employed by the artists to embody the mysterious character of 
Eon.
